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	1. Chapter 1

**Author's Note:**

Hello readers! First and foremost, thank you so much for taking the time to read this fic. It is an MCU/BBC Sherlock crossover featuring Natasha Romanoff, Sherlock Holmes and John Watson. I really hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it!

I also have my wonderful beta and best friend, Gracie Holmes, to thank for helping me through the writing process and catching all my mistakes. She's a kick ass writer. Go read her things!

As for this story, it is based on Black Widow's comic book story arc _Name of the Rose_, by Marjorie Liu and Daniel Acuña_._ A lot of elements have been changed for the story to make sense within MCU and for the story to be realistic, but I've quoted from both the comic books and from the films. Same goes for Sherlock. You'll see a more than a few familiar pieces of dialogue scattered through the fic. I don't own a single thing!

**Author's Warning Concerning Triggers:**

Because I want to be considerate and respectful with my readers, I also feel the need to explain that there will be references to sexual assault and miscarriage within the next few chapters. Absolutely nothing will be explicit. There will be no details concerning either of those events, or the immediate aftermath.

I know these are a very serious trigger for some people and I take that very seriously. Stay safe everyone!

* * *

><p><em>"And in other news—the ongoing internet phenomenon, Sherlock Holmes, appears to have done it again! According to sources at Scotland Yard, the mysterious killer known only as the Sandman was apprehended earlier today—"<em>

Natasha muted the BBC News anchorwoman and hooked a finger into the plastic cable of her nasal cannula, eyes fixed on the television screen. Sherlock Holmes and John Watson waded through a crowd of news reporters, refusing to comment. She wondered distantly when John would post a summary of the case.

Shivering, she freed her nose from the cannula and cast it aside with an impatient flick of her fingers. She felt sluggish, and cold.

Whatever they'd given her to dull the pain was doing a hell of a job, but it was also making it difficult for her to take stock of her situation. She didn't rule out the possibility that someone other than the hospital's nurses might've dosed with something to keep her subdued. Annoying and stupid. She hated feeling so out of control.

Dropping the remote, she shoved the covers aside and forced herself to sit up on the bed. Gritting her teeth, she swung her legs over the side and promptly folded in on herself with a fresh wave of pain. The tips of her hair brushed against her legs.

"Focus," she ordered herself.

Head swimming and hands shaking, she gathered her resolve and sat up straight. She didn't yet know how long she'd been out of commission, but she had things to do.

And they'd be coming for her soon, if they hadn't come for her already. She'd deal with that in a minute.

Very carefully, Natasha removed the IV catheter from the back of her hand and scooted forward to stand on somewhat steady legs. Her toes curled on the cold tile.

"Focus," she repeated.

She braced herself against the bedside table with one of her hands and breathed in and out, taking mental inventory of her body. She could feel the wound in her stomach where she'd been sliced open and sewn back shut, but a quick swipe of her fingertips told her the bandages were still dry. She decided they must've been recently changed and put it out of her mind.

Next she checked the bedside table for her belongings, but found no clothes in either of the drawers. Her hospital gown provided little protection against the frigid cold of the hospital room, but she put that out of her mind too. She'd experienced worse.

She was also missing her weapons and phone, both of which she needed and would be a little harder to replace within the next five minutes. The only items she'd been left with were a rose and ribbon she'd received only the day before, still tucked into a cream envelope addressed in her name: 'Remember, Natalia'.

Natasha grabbed it carefully, snaked that same arm around her abdomen, and padded barefoot to the door. Pressing her free hand against the surface, she closed her eyes and focused on the sounds outside.

It didn't take her very long to paint a mental picture. She already had a good idea of the hospital she was in, having factored in the location where she'd been attacked and the hospitals she knew to be in close range. She also knew what to listen for, after decades of training.

Satisfied with her assessment, she reached for the handle and eased her way out into the corridor. Immediately she clocked the the two agents posing as nurses a short distance away.

She hobbled forward, making it look like she was worse off than she really was, and waited until the first agent approached to jab a sharp elbow to his nose. When he went down, she landed a swift kick to his groin.

"Need immediate assistance," the second agent called into her comm. "Target is awake and lucid. I repeat—"

Natasha snatched the gun out of the waistband of the first agent's scrubs and leveled the weapon at one of her kneecaps. She shot one first and then the other, incapacitating her but not killing her outright.

People scattered, screaming and panicking. She ignored them in favor of finding an escape route.

Strategically, she knew the lift was out of the question. She took the stairs instead and dispatched three more agents coming her way with similar gunshots to their knees.

Before making her escape through one of the side exists, she stopped to disrobe one of the men and hurriedly changed into his clothes. She had to roll up his jean's cuffs to suit her height and his boots made moving more than a little difficult, but she wasn't going far. She had a safe house nearby.

Close to an hour later, she'd showered and changed her bloodied bandaging. When she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, her skin was pale and there were shadows under her eyes. She covered the latter with a dab of concealer and slipped into a black blouse and loose black trousers. Comfortable but elegant clothes that would hide her injuries and camouflage bloodstains.

She snatched her trench on her way out the door and tucked the envelope housing the rose and ribbon into one of the pockets. She shoved one of the many guns she kept on hand in her web safe houses into the waistband of her trousers.

The air outside was cool against her skin. She closed her eyes for the briefest moment and contemplated what she was about to do next. There was no doubt in her mind that the agents at the Royal London Hospital had been with the British Secret Service.

She knew why they were after her, too—they _knew_.

Natasha was a woman of many secrets, but there were some she'd buried deeper than others. Secrets that were never meant to see the light of day.

When she'd leaked S.H.I.E.L.D.'s files, along with her own, months previous, she'd been confident that her deepest, most well-kept secrets were safe. Dead and buried, like the only people who could've known of them, aside from herself.

She never expected that those same secrets would come back to haunt her like _ghosts_. She still didn't know how the rose and ribbon factored into the attack, but the list of people who would target her was a long one.

Not to mention that if the British Secret Service knew, there was a very real chance other intelligence agencies around the globe knew as well. Realistically, there was no way to take on that much heat while conducting a thorough investigation, all by herself. She needed help. And the number of people she could call had, in the span of 24 hours, reduced itself to just one.

Of course, to ask for _his_ help would be to break another rule, but 'needs must when the devil drives', wasn't that the saying? She hailed a cab and found herself pulling up in front of a black door with brass numbers and doorknob long minutes later.

221B Baker Street.

A quick study of the windows overlooking the street told her no one was home yet. She'd seen something on the news, hadn't she? A solved case. Eyeing the door a moment longer, she turned and walked round to the back. Breaking in through the bedroom window would be less conspicuous, especially when she didn't want to alert the landlady.

And of course, she wanted to avoid as much as Mycroft Holmes' security as she could. At least until she could disable it.

The inside of the flat was pleasantly warm, and the air smelled faintly of leather, cigarettes, chemicals and something else Natasha couldn't quite place. She peeled off her trench coat and draped it over one of the chairs set up in front of the fireplace. Plush charcoal grey leather, well-worn.

Her eyes strayed to the desk close by when she finished rooting around for any possible surveillance equipment, and hidden within the piles of paper and books, she caught a peek of something silver. She extracted the laptop from underneath, and carefully folded her aching body into what she could only assume was _his_ leather chair.

She'd never met him in person. Per Mycroft's instructions, Natasha wasn't allowed to make contact. She'd understood at the time but her curiosity had been enough that she'd followed his career ever since.

Opening the computer on her lap, she pulled the gun from her trousers and placed it neatly on the armrest. Her hand felt clammy against the metal, but she ignored it. She wasn't sure how long she had before he arrived, and she didn't know if his doctor friend would be with him, but she busied herself with hacking her way in.

She'd always wondered why he'd erased his study on tobacco ash from the website. Perhaps he still had it on his laptop. She could use the reading material while she waited.


	2. Chapter 2

Almost thirty minutes later, her sensitive hearing picked up the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. Two men, one with a longer stride.

Natasha peeked over the screen of Sherlock's laptop when they stepped into the room. "You should never have deleted this from your website," she said by way of greeting. "You think you could e-mail it to me? I'd rather not break into your flat every time I need to identify a rare type of tobacco."

John Watson stared at her from the doorway with something halfway between confusion and curiosity. He turned his head towards Sherlock without taking his eyes off their redheaded intruder. "Client?"

"Possibly."

Sherlock's expression was altogether unreadable, but his hands were buried in the pockets of his Belstaff. Natasha wondered if he'd deduced her presence in the flat before he'd even walked up the stairs.

Suppressing the urge to ask, she snapped the laptop closed and gingerly plucked her gun from the armrest. "Should we do this properly then? I know you're armed—illegally, I might add." Her eyes darted to John in feigned disapproval.

"I have dispensation—" John began.

"No you don't," she interjected. "Don't worry, though, I can keep a secret. The question is—" She leveled her gun at Sherlock's head. "Can you boys keep mine?"

Sherlock's lips may have twitched with a smile, but he lifted John's service revolver to her head regardless. His gloved hand gripped the piece expertly. "Is this a test?"

"That's _my_ gun," John protested, but his words fell on deaf ears. He folded his arms across his chest and hung his head with a heavy sigh of disapproval.

"You're the consulting detective," Natasha answered. "You tell me if this is a test."

"I think you want a demonstration." Sherlock didn't wait for her to confirm to continue, tilting his head to sweep his eyes over her in quick assessment. "That you've been in hospital is fairly obvious from your left hand and the pallor of your skin. Royal London Hospital, wasn't it?"

John's head shot back up. "How could you possibly—" He interrupted but Sherlock cut him off.

"Shootout earlier today," he explained. "Curiously, there were no casualties. There was nothing on the news, either. The Secret Service can't afford a breakout like that to go public, but that doesn't mean they're not searching for the culprit. Mycroft texted me."

"Did he tell you to bring me in?" Natasha asked.

"He told me to be on the lookout," he answered. "But you're not here to kill me, are you? No, I think you need my help. You're hurt—quite seriously, I might add, you should really let John have a look—and whatever mystery has brought you to my doorstep will see you dead by the end of the week, if my brother doesn't get a hold of you first. Am I wrong?"

Natasha answered his question with a question. "Does that mean you won't take my case?"

"Oh, no, on the contrary." Sherlock lowered the gun and offered it to John with a dramatic sweep of his arm. "I'd be happy to take your case, Miss Romanova."

John unfolded his arms to take the offered weapon, and his fingers gripped the cool metal like they'd been missing it the whole time.

Natasha pulled back her gun and rested her elbow on the armrest, pale lips pulling into a smile. "Should I be flattered you know who I am?"

"Not at all." Sherlock removed his coat and scarf in a manner Natasha couldn't help but take keen interest in before he settled into John's chair. He pressed his hands together in front of his lips. "Anyone with working eyes and half a brain knows you who are these days. Bad news for spy work."

"What the bloody hell is going on," John spoke almost to himself, setting his piece down on the coffee table to remove his jacket. Natasha liked him instantly.

"From the beginning, then," Sherlock prompted.

Natasha set her gun back down on the armrest and dug into one of the pockets of her trench coat, still draped over the back of Sherlock's chair. She pulled the envelope, rose and ribbon out a moment later.

"Yesterday afternoon, someone dropped this off on my doorstep," she began. "I'd been staying at a hotel, just until I could scope out the few safe houses I still have in the city."

John approached Natasha while she spoke and gestured for her to show him her injuries. She tossed Sherlock the envelope and set the laptop aside to lift her shirt, sliding down in Sherlock's chair just a little. John slung his jacket over the back of a chair set up against the desk and crouched in front of her.

"Jesus…" The clean bandages she'd wrapped around her abdomen were nearly soaked through. Her fingers came away bloody when she released her shirt.

Sherlock caught the envelope in his hands and held it up as if to study it, giving her abdomen only a cursory glance. "I'm assuming you told no one where you'd be staying. Made sure you weren't being followed. Avoided being spotted by surveillance."

"I took every precaution," she confirmed, sliding further down the chair and lifting her eyes to the ceiling. John left to retrieve his medical bag. "I'm officially off the grid," she added.

"And yet the man who sent you this, whoever he may be, managed to find you."

"I have a lot of enemies," she said. "Many of them are resourceful." She lowered her eyes to study him. "You think it's a man?"

"Clearly," Sherlock said absently. "You received the envelope, with the ribbon tied around the rose's stem, and you sought out one of your old contacts hoping for an answer."

Natasha felt another smile pulling at her lips. "You're as good as your reputation."

"And you haven't disappointed yet." His piercing blue eyes met hers for only the briefest moment, but the effect was almost unnerving. She was caught off guard. "Go on," he prompted one more time.

John settled back into place in front go her and got to work. Natasha closed her eyes. "My contact had no information," she continued. "After I left him to go back to my hotel, someone dosed me with a paralytic. Long range dart gun."

"What were they after?"

John stole a glance at Sherlock over his shoulder. "They?"

"Yes, obviously," he said quickly. "One to dose her with the paralytic and another to cut her open."

Natasha opened her eyes and found John staring up at her. "You were cut open right there on the pavement?"

"Yes," she confirmed. "They were after information. A long time ago, before I defected, I had a chip about the size of a pill implanted in my body. It had upload and download capabilities. I used it to store information regarding anyone I worked for and against. It was only meant to be a Plan B, like a safeguard—"

"Hang on," John interrupted. "You said they only gave you a paralytic. You were still conscious when they cut—"

"I passed out about halfway through," Natasha said stoically by way of confirmation. "Someone must've found my body and called 999. It doesn't matter. What matters is that _that_ chip was one of my best kept secrets, and somehow someone learned of it and is now using it against me." She met Sherlock's eyes. "I need to know who and why, and I need to know before they cause irreparable damage."

Sherlock lifted the envelope with the writing facing Natasha. "You said _one_ of your best kept secrets," he said. "Any others you'd like to share? Because whoever addressed this to you, _Natalia_, clearly meant for you to figure it out."

Natasha looked away. "Like I said, I have many enemies," she reiterated. "I've done a lot of things I regret. How am I supposed to know which one of them this person, or persons, want me to remember?"

Sherlock lowered the envelope to his lap and stared at her for a long time. John had resumed working on her stitches, this time with a brow so creased Natasha was sure he'd never smooth it out.

She suddenly felt so tired. "I attached a virus to the information on that chip," she continued quietly. "And activated it using your computer half an hour ago. It'll take effect within 24 hours, but until then, that information is up for grabs."

John finished bandaging her abdomen and closed his medical bag, scooping up the mess of bloody bandages and gauze from the floor. He met her eyes with a very stern expression, like he was lecturing her. "You are going to rest, is that clear? I've heard of the antics you and your lot get up to, but you are a human being, and that is a very serious injury you've got on you."

Natasha smiled slowly and stole a peek at Sherlock. "I like him," she announced.

Sherlock didn't return her smile, but his features softened noticeably when he met her eyes. "He has his moments."

"And I am still here," John interjected. "In case either of you wants to stop talking about me as if I'm not in the room." He moved away to toss the mess in his hands into the rubbish bin, disappearing a moment later to wash his hands.

Natasha's smiled dimmed and for the very first time in a long time, she dropped her guard. "You'll help me?"

"Yes." Sherlock gestured at her with the envelope. "I'm keeping this, by the way. And I'm going to need the precise location where you were attacked. I've no doubt I can find it on my own if I trace it back from the Royal London Hospital, but I want to be sure. I have a theory."

"Already?"

"I'm very good," he said unabashedly.

"Clearly." Natasha didn't bother suppressing her intrigue. "Do I get to hear this theory?"

"Soon as I confirm it," he evaded her. "In the mean time, I'm sure you'll do investigating of your own. You're clearly not the type that sits well, and you're quite good yourself."

"Are you flattering me again?" she teased.

"Not at all," he assured her, apparently oblivious to her tease. "You've managed to effectively evade my brother so far. You broke into my laptop. You came to me for help, and despite what is arguably a very revealing conversation about your past and present, I still don't know anything about you beyond what is strictly necessary. I suspect you've done that on purpose. When I say you're good, I don't say it to flatter," he spoke quickly. "I am stating a fact. Now, whatever you uncover, I trust you'll share with me?"

Natasha exhaled a surprised laugh. "Yes sir," she promised.

"Good." Sherlock leaned back in John's chair, absently fiddling with the envelope in his hands. She thought he might've been smiling. "Then you've hired yourself a consulting detective."

"What did I miss?" John asked when he wandered back over, drying his hands.

Natasha lowered her blouse back over her abdomen and eyed Sherlock with open curiosity. She couldn't be sure, but she had a feeling it was a curiosity that went both ways. Sherlock held her gaze.

"Nothing at all," she told John.


	3. Chapter 3

_Meet me on the roof._

Natasha pressed 'send' and stepped onto the raised ledge of the roof of St. Bartholomew's Hospital. Leaning forward, she observed the people bustling back and forth on the pavement below. A woman paced while she chattered away on her cellphone. A man blew out rings of cigarette smoke.

She looked up to see the sky already darkening overhead. Windows in the distance came to life with the warm glow of artificial light. Shoving her hands into the pockets of her trench coat, Natasha breathed in and closed her eyes.

She'd spent the last two days chasing leads to the extent her body allowed. She'd also found herself a phone. On the news there'd been nothing about an information leak, but then there never was. S.H.I.E.L.D.'s collapse had been an exception because of the sheer magnitude and reach of their authority and subsequent corruption. With S.H.I.E.L.D., things had gone too far.

_This_ right now was shadow warfare and personal, at least to an extent. Natasha had many questions and not nearly enough answers—too many theories and too many regrets.

Behind her, the door granting access to the roof opened and closed with a clang of metal on metal. She opened her eyes, counting Sherlock's long strides as he walked closer to the ledge. Lowering her eyes, she stole a peek at his face when he jumped up to join her.

"Have you been following me the whole time?" he asked by way of greeting.

"No." Natasha watched him slide his hands into his coat pockets. "I've been doing my own digging," she explained. "You've been busy, though."

He nodded once but didn't yet look her way. "I've developed my theory," he said. "I need you to confirm before I decide how I we should proceed."

"Do you want me to fill you in with what I've picked up on first?"

"Please," he confirmed.

"I contacted one of my old teammates back in the States," she began without preamble. "He's been called in for questioning, with assurances that it has nothing to do with S.H.I.E.L.D. or Hydra. Officially, I've been charged with acts of espionage against the United States, but a couple other countries have joined in. With the competence and integrity of the World Security Council in shambles, the United Nations has taken it upon itself to conduct the investigation. They had their Security Council issue a resolution."

"A little like locking the gate after the horse has bolted," he interjected.

"You would think," she agreed. "But that chip was a stroke of good fortune they they weren't counting on. Before, they couldn't very well charge me with crimes they'd overlooked in order to exploit my skill set. This chip is new, and it's solid evidence against me."

"Odd, how quickly they learned of its existence," Sherlock replied with just a hint of drama. "You'd think they'd known beforehand, and were only waiting for confirmation."

Natasha turned towards him on the ledge. "So you agree? Whoever targeted me in the first place, with the ribbon and rose, is working with someone—"

"Or many someones—"

"With legitimate power." She hesitated. "Is that your theory?"

"Part of it, yes." Sherlock finally turned to look at her and took a step forward.

Natasha didn't know him well enough to know with certainty what his demeanor was conveying, but she thought maybe he looked uncertain. His blue eyes darted to the side and he pressed his lips together all of two seconds, as if gathering himself to speak. He straightened to his full height.

"It's my theory that whoever sent you that rose and ribbon—and we'll get to both in a moment—has uncovered at least two of these secrets you mentioned burying so long ago. It stands to reason that this person's ultimate goal isn't to kill you outright, but to drag you through the mud, now, when you are most vulnerable and your position is most precarious."

"A lesson," Natasha said thoughtfully. "Sounds vaguely familiar."

"Yes," he confirmed, but quickly pressed on. "While I do believe the stolen chip is related to the rose and ribbon to an extent, I also believe that both events were orchestrated and carried out by separate parties working towards different, but harmonious goals," he continued. "One who's targeting your vulnerabilities to teach you a lesson, perhaps as a form of revenge. And another who's attempting to bring you to justice—or their perceived form of justice—by any means necessary. Do you see?"

Natasha lowered her eyes to the tips of her boots in thought. "It makes sense," she said at last. "While S.H.I.E.L.D. was up and running I had an additional layer of protection that would've made it difficult for anyone to do something like this with even a small measure of success. Now that they're out of the picture, they're free to target me as they please. I suppose…" she trailed off very briefly. "I suppose an old KGB splinter group working through the United Nations makes sense. Many thought the KGB died out by 1991—"

"But that's not entirely accurate, yes, I know." Sherlock's gaze was unnervingly intense when Natasha's eyes flicked up to meet his.

"You said you'd get back to the rose and ribbon," she continued.

Sherlock nodded once. "_Remember, Natalia_," he said first. "Once I'd deduced that two different forces were at play, even if they were working together, the motivations for each were easy enough uncover. You mentioned, when you paid me a visit, having done many things your regret. It became clear to me that this couldn't possibly be about that. You face whatever dark deeds you've done in the past on a daily basis, doing what you do. You exposed most of them when you exposed S.H.I.E.L.D. and Hydra. _This_ was something you'd buried deep. Something you couldn't fix, regardless of how many lives you saved." He paused uncertainly. "I went through the file you leaked on the internet."

"I didn't tell S.H.I.E.L.D. everything when I went to work for them," she said quickly.

"Yes, I deduced as much," he confirmed. "But the—" He quietly cleared his throat.

It finally dawned on Natasha that the uncertainty she thought she was witnessing, was in fact Sherlock attempting to be respectful and gentle. She didn't know whether to smile or cry, but she was touched that he'd put in the effort.

She spoke for him to ease the awkwardness. "The graduation ceremony," she said. "Yes, we're sterilized."

He nodded once. "But before that—two years prior, to be exact—there's a death on your record that differs from the others. A KGB agent, still active and, presumably, loyal when he died. He wasn't a hit."

"Ivan," Natasha supplied for him.

"A ribbon tied round the finger is often used as a reminder," he continued. "Black suggests grief. If the rose is in fact connected to the ribbon, I doubt it was Ivan you were mourning the loss of, even if he was the man to save you from the fire that allegedly killed your parents."

Natasha would never come to grips with the fact that so much of her past was public. She'd exposed herself for a good reason—a _noble_ reason—but there was no denying that her actions had consequences, both public and personal. She brushed the uneasy feeling aside and brought the memory forth to fill in the blanks.

"I was sixteen," she began, haltingly. "Ivan had been with the KGB for several years, by then, and he'd kept an eye on me throughout." She hesitated, but her expression remained stoic. "One night, he drugged me… forced himself on me—and I killed him. I wasn't punished or anything. The Red Room doesn't appreciate it when its agents break rules." She paused again. "The Red Room also had this saying: 'hunger sharpens the mind'. Between the stress, the physical strain of my training, and the lack of proper nutrition…"

"You lost the baby," he finished for her.

Natasha looked away. "I don't know if it counts as 'losing' when she never felt like she was mine to begin with."

Sherlock's tone was still that same oddly gentle baritone that probably wasn't meant to be reassuring, but still was. "And yet you named her."

Natasha smiled sadly. "I always loved roses."

Silence stretched between them. Sherlock eventually stepped off the ledge and took a seat on the cold concrete, gloved hands clasped together. Natasha followed suit, careful not to push her body further than she already had. She stretched her legs out in front of her and crossed them at the ankles.

"Ivan is dead, and so is the man who implanted the chip in my abdomen," she continued. "Even if the latter knew about the baby, and he did, he's not alive to share that information with anyone. I destroyed all other evidence."

"Which means he must've told someone else before he died," Sherlock concluded. "The question is, who would he trust to keep his secret? I doubt he'd risk incurring your wrath by leaking the information to an unreliable third party."

Natasha was quiet a short few seconds. "He had a son," she said finally. "Arkady. He was young at the time his father performed the surgery, but it's possible he might've told him when he grew. He left Russia a couple of years ago," she explained. "And he's been living in the UK ever since."

"Then I think it's time for us to pay him a visit," Sherlock decided. "How do you feel about stealing a car?"

Natasha smiled very faintly and swiveled her head to look at him. "Depends on the car," she said in humor. "Your brother's?"

Sherlock winked and nodded his confirmation. "Only the best for Mycroft Holmes. I trust you can get a hold of Arkady's location?"

"I'll need access to your laptop, but yes."

"Good, we'll retrieve it from my flat in a minute." Sherlock rose to his feet and buttoned up his Belstaff.

Night had fallen completely, but the light from below cast his profile in shadow. He popped his collar, highlighting the sweep of his cheekbone and the clear blue of his eyes. He looked severe, pushing his hands back inside his coat pockets.

Natasha observed him in silence until he finally looked her way. Her smile grew. "Ready?"

His lips pulled up at the corner. "Ready."


	4. Chapter 4

It was almost 9:30 p.m. by the time Sherlock and Natasha got their hands on (read: _stole) _Mycroft's car. John had already settled in for the night with Mary, but still accepted their offer to tag along when they called. Perhaps he was afraid of what Sherlock and Natasha might get up to if he wasn't around to supervise—that he'd find them dead, or worse.

He folded his body into the back seat of the sleek black Jaguar when they pulled up in front of his house, closing the door behind him. "This is different," he said by way of greeting. "Where are we going?"

"Cambridge." Natasha turned her head to peek at him from the passenger seat. "We can switch places on the way back."

John nodded once, relaxing his his seat once Sherlock pulled away from the house. They exchanged a look through the rearview mirror that Natasha couldn't quite decipher.

John cleared his throat. "So," he began again. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I was cut open and left to die on the pavement three days ago." Natasha flashed him a smile. "I've been a very obedient patient, Dr Watson," she assured him primly. "Been taking my pills and everything."

John huffed quietly in amusement. "And rest?"

"Now you're asking too much of me," she teased.

Sherlock eyed her from the driver's seat and smiled very subtly when he caught her eye. "He'll lecture you," he told her.

"She needs lecturing," John deadpanned, but there was no bite to his tone. Natasha laughed. "What are you dragging me into now?" he continued.

"An interrogation," Sherlock said vaguely. "More or less."

"Arkady," Natasha supplied, explaining the details of her previous conversation with Sherlock, but leaving out anything to do with Ivan or the baby she'd unwillingly conceived and lost. "Sherlock thinks he might have a name for us. If all goes well, it should lead us to whoever else is behind this."

There was a bit of a pregnant pause. "And what happens when you find these people, whoever they are," John prompted cautiously.

Natasha exchanged another look with Sherlock. He knew what she planned to do, there was no doubt in her mind. Even if he hadn't said so out loud. He was also still helping her. She didn't know whether or not John would condone that course of action, but she decided against telling him. He reminded her a little of Steve, and Steve wouldn't approve.

She turned her eyes ahead. "I'll cross that bridge when I get to it," she said diplomatically.

They spent the two-hour drive up to Cambridge in relative silence. Sherlock seemed to prefer it, and Natasha suddenly found herself in a contemplative mood.

Eventually, they arrived at Cambridge's Mill Road and Sherlock slowed the car so they could scope out the area. A few pubs, restaurants and cafés here and there dotted the otherwise empty street. Arkady's place was a little hole in the wall apartment one flight up from the dingy pub with a neon sign.

Natasha reached over and squeezed Sherlock's army to draw his attention to it, prompting a quick flash of blue eyes to meet hers. She tipped her chin towards the place. "What do you think?"

Sherlock found an inconspicuous spot to park the Jaguar, with the flat still within view. Leaning over the steering wheel, he narrowed his eyes to inspect it. The windows had been covered in newspaper, but one of them was open. The inside was dark, save maybe for one lamp. Natasha couldn't tell.

His eyes darted down to the pub. "He owns it," he said quietly.

"I'm sorry, owns what?" John leaned in between the seats.

"Pub," Natasha supplied. "You don't think he's in his apartment?"

Sherlock turned his head as if to shake it, but his eyes never left the building or the people wandering in and out of it. "Unlikely," he concluded.

"I can draw him out." Natasha loosened the blood-red scarf around her neck. "Give me fifteen minutes. I'll bring him up and we'll question him in his apartment. Think you can break in?"

"Sherlock, I don't think—" John began.

"Yes," Sherlock spoke over him.

"Fifteen minutes," Natasha reaffirmed, and slipped out of the car, shutting the door behind her.

John watched Sherlock follow Natasha with his eyes as she rounded the front of the car and disappeared inside the pub. He made a quiet noise of satisfaction and leaned back in his seat.

"You like her," he said smugly.

Sherlock shot him a _look_ through the rearview mirror and climbed out of the car. "Come on, we don't have long."

Fifteen minutes was all Natasha needed. She'd found a picture of Arkady while she'd been tracking his movements in Cambridge on Sherlock's laptop, but it wouldn't have been necessary. He looked like a younger version of his father, with the addition of thick, black glasses and too-tight skinny jeans. She cajoled him into taking her upstairs with suggestive smiles and flirty winks, and dropped the act once they'd stepped across the threshold.

Sherlock was sitting in a rickety wooden chair, thumbing through a battered notebook he'd opened up on his lap. John stopped his pacing and crossed his arms over his chest, turning to face them

Arkady's head whipped around to look at Natasha. "What is this?"

Natasha shrugged and locked the door. "A party?"

"This is your father's notebook," Sherlock announced without looking up. "You've been attempting to carry on with his work." His eyes flicked to Arkady's face. "You shouldn't have."

"Look, if this is about—"

Sherlock snapped the notebook closed. "We're here for one thing and one thing only," he interrupted.

"Years ago, your father and I knew each other," Natasha continued seamlessly. "I had him build something for me and implant it in my body. Ringing any bells?"

Arkady's eyes went wide. "Oh, God," he said weakly. "You're _her_ aren't you? He said you'd come—"

"Who?" Natasha prowled forward like a wolf stalking prey. "Who said I'd come?"

"I don't have a name! Not—not a _real_ name, I swear—" Arkady stammered. He lifted his hands and shuffled backwards, towards the open window. "Please, just—you have to understand! I'm bleeding money, and this guy—"

"Give me the name," Natasha pressed.

"Navi," Arkady said hurriedly. "He said his name was—"

Everything happened too quickly. A shot rang out. Arkady crumpled to the floor and a growing pool of red. John knocked Sherlock out of the chair and covered him with his body.

Natasha had just enough time to dart behind a dirty couch before the second shot rang out. And then the third. She drew her gun and closed her eyes to focus. _Dragunov sniper rifle_. _Russian made_. _No more than two stories up across the street. _She knew the weight and length. She knew the muzzle velocity. What she didn't know was who was wielding it.

"Stay down," she called to Sherlock and John when the bullets ceased. "Don't move."

"Wait!" Sherlock called out, but she was already in pursuit mode.

Without another word, she took off through the front door and snaked her way through shadows to the building across the street. She had only the time it took to disassemble a Dragunov to locate this person, assuming he or she hadn't simply left it behind.

When she finally reached the fourth floor of the building across from Arkady's flat, it was empty. Or so she thought.

Natasha had taken no more than two steps into the room before she caught sight of a slim blonde reclining on a twin-sized bed, red lips parted in a dangerous smile.

The Dragunov was already disassembled and back in its case. She was quick. But then of course she would be. She was a Black Widow after all.

"Yelena." Natasha raised her gun. "I thought we agreed to stay out of each other's way."

"I thought we did too." Yelena sat up straight and raised herself off the mattress. "But then you went and leaked information about all of us, you—"

"That wasn't me," Natasha interrupted.

Yelena's eyes flashed with annoyance. "Who else, if not you? "

"I'd have an answer for you if you hadn't just killed my one and only lead," Natasha said dryly.

"And why should I believe you?" Yelena stepped forward and there was menace in every line of her body. "You and I both know that we're not in the business of being truthful. You've been spying on all of us. On _me_—"

"If it helps," Natasha interjected. "You're really not that interesting."

Yelena lunged for her and Natasha's bullet only managed to clip her shoulder. It only served to make Yelena angrier.

They went at each other with lethal intention, and Natasha's body protested every movement. She tried explaining between punches, kicks and dodges, but Yelena wasn't having any of it. It wasn't until Natasha pinned her down and jabbed the tip of her gun underneath her jaw that she got her to listen.

"Yelena," she said raggedly. "I will fix this. You know you can't fix it yourself, but I _can_. I'm the only one who can. You're welcome to try and kill me afterwards if you still feel so inclined."

"Then fix it, _suka_," she spat. "Or your new friends will suffer the consequences. _Remember._"

Natasha almost pulled the trigger right then, if only as a precaution, but then where would she draw the line? What would be the difference between the monster she used to be, and who she was now? What would stop her from becoming Yelena, lost and purposeless?

She rolled off her body and rose to her feet, drawing on unknown reserves of strength to keep herself upright. "Stay away from them," she said dangerously. "Your fight is with me. Now, go."

Yelena snorted and pushed herself up, stalking over to retrieve the case housing her Dragunov only a second later. "Pathetic, _Natalia_," she called as she walked away. "There always was something _defective_ about you."

Natasha managed to hold herself up just long enough to hear Yelena's footsteps disappear down the hallway. And then she collapsed, knees connecting with the floor as she snaked a shaking arm around her bleeding stomach. She didn't hear the sounds of footsteps again until it was too late, and lifted her gun to greet her visitors.

She was sweating and pale, but her expression was one of grim determination. John stuttered to a stop just a few steps behind Sherlock. There was perhaps a beat of hesitation, and then he was both Captain and Doctor, issuing orders.

"Pick her up," he told Sherlock. "We need to take her to a hospital."

"No hospitals," Natasha breathed, clumsily lowering her gun to the ground. "Please."

"You _need_ a hospital," he pressed.

"They'll come for me," she said. "I won't survive it." Natasha felt Sherlock's arms hook around her back and under her knees. She was heavy, she knew, but he still picked her up with minor effort and only minimal jostling.

"You won't survive it if you keep going like this either," John retorted as they started walking.

"No hospitals," she reiterated.

"I'll look you over in the car," John decided. "We'll discuss our next steps afterwards."

Natasha rested her head on Sherlock's shoulder and closed her eyes.

"Navi," he said quietly after a long moment of silence.

"World of the dead," she provided under her breath.

"Yes, but also," he added with an unmistakeable undercurrent of intrigue, clutching her closer and bowing his head to speak, "_Ivan_."

"Impossible," she argued immediately, barely feeling the cool air against her clammy skin when they stepped outside. "Killed him myself."

"I'm familiar with the feeling," he said knowingly. "But then, it wouldn't be the first time a dead man rises to haunt the living, would it?"

Natasha opened her eyes and tipped her head back to study his profile. "You'd know that from experience," she commented.

Sherlock met her eyes. "Ghosts," he quoted dramatically, "are nothing if not capricious."


	5. Chapter 5

"You should be fine, but I want you to call for me if there's any change. Is that clear?"

John was sitting on the edge of the bed, next to Natasha, staring down at her with stern blue eyes. She smiled tiredly and nodded her head once, dragging the covers further up on her chest.

They'd put her in Sherlock's bed for convenience. She would've happily taken John's room instead, but since his departure almost two years previous, the room had been stripped bare of its furnishings.

On the drive over from Cambridge, they'd made a deal.

Natasha had popped her stitches while fighting with Yelena, but no further damage had been done. John still insisted on taking her to the clinic for a more in depth examination, but there was only so much he could do. He didn't have the equipment to be more thorough, and Natasha flat out refused to go to the hospital every time it was brought up. For all his authority, John couldn't force her to go if she didn't want to.

She'd finally agreed to stay under Sherlock's watchful eye the next 24 hours, in lieu of proper medical supervision. Sherlock himself hadn't expressed an opinion one way or another, leading her to believe he'd tuned them both out as soon as he'd settled behind the wheel to drive them back to London.

She was itching to get him alone and discuss the conclusion he'd come to concerning Ivan, but apparently her health came first.

"Sir, yes sir," she quipped in much the same way she was used to around Steve.

"Good." John smiled at her, very faintly, and stood from the bed. He patted himself down as if to make sure he wasn't missing anything. "I'll see you tomorrow, then." He snatched his jacket with one hand, gesturing for Sherlock to walk him out with the other. "Get some rest."

Both men slipped out of the room, and a few minutes late, Sherlock returned with an old, beat up notebook, a glass of water and no John Watson. He offered Natasha the glass as he lowered himself to the bed.

"Doctor's orders," he announced. "Or something."

Natasha propped herself up on an elbow and took the glass off his hands.

"Thanks," she spoke against the rim.

"_Pozhaluysta_," he retorted in perfect Russian.

Natasha lowered the glass once she'd downed a significant portion, eyeing him in curiosity. "You're full of surprises."

"I don't know what you mean." Sherlock plucked the glass out of her hand and set it down on the bedside table.

Natasha exhaled a tired laugh, carefully maneuvering herself to lean against the headboard. "I think you do," she said once she'd managed it, green eyes intent on his face. "How did you know where I'd be?"

"Simple calculation based on bullet trajectory," he said matter-of-factly. "You would know, you did some of that yourself tonight as well. You're good."

"Lifetime of practice," she assured him.

He met her gaze as if in challenge. "Clearly," he said, and waited for her to continue.

Natasha gestured to the traditional Judo certificate framed and hanging above his bed. "You practice Judo."

"I dabble," he said vaguely.

"You do more than dabble," she persisted. "Eighth dan. Only about fifteen people have ever been awarded the tenth by the Kodokan."

"_Exactly_ fifteen," he corrected. "Unless you happen to know of one more."

Natasha smiled enigmatically. "I wouldn't be at liberty to say if I did."

"I'll take that as confirmation," he concluded.

Natasha dropped her hand to the mattress, expression soft. "It must be difficult."

Sherlock's brows drew together in confusion. "I'm sorry?"

"The cases, the violin, the experiments, the judo," she listed. "There's a theme. Every one of those activities requires mental discipline to one degree or another, and you're engaging in all of them." She paused. "I'm saying it must be difficult to have a mind as gifted as yours."

Sherlock's features smoothed into an impassive mask, and he lowered his eyes to the notebook on his lap. "I see everything," he said with a hint of drama. "That is my curse."

Natasha studied him for the space of a few heartbeats before she spoke again. "Tell me about Ivan," she prompted.

Sherlock tapped his finger once against the notebook's cover and opened it. "That Navi is his name spelled backwards is exceedingly obvious, but I believe the reference to the 'world of the dead' you pointed out earlier was intentional," he began. "You put him there—"

"And he escaped," she said tightly.

"But, nevertheless, it's where he intends to put you as well," he concluded.

"After he's dragged me through the mud." Natasha fixed her eyes on the notebook. "Is that Arkady's?"

Sherlock placed it in her hands. "It's about control," he continued. "He sends you the rose and ribbon to remind you of what he perceives as your betrayal. He exposes you to the authorities by revealing another of your secrets—that chip in your abdomen, containing a world of sensitive information. Here," he scooted closer to her on the mattress and flipped the notebook's pages almost to the end, where several had been ripped out, "I believe he tore out the pages detailing the procedure and location of the chip in your body, based on what's written in the previous pages. The United Nations, and indeed any government agency with the resources to go after you, would require proof."

"Which means that no matter what I do about Ivan, this isn't over until I find who's working with him on the inside and the evidence to put him away."

Natasha stared at the open notebook in thought. This wasn't something she ever anticipated dealing with after she'd killed Ivan so many years ago. The memories were unwelcome and unwanted. She didn't like being reminded of the horror. Of the helplessness and fear and painful vulnerability not only during, but in the aftermath.

"By now the virus I activated a couple of days ago will have taken effect," she said at length.

"Good news for you." Sherlock met her eyes when she looked up. "The virus would destroy every device the information has been downloaded to and from, correct?"

Natasha followed his line of thought. "You're suggesting I allow myself to be captured and questioned?"

"Whoever's working with Ivan will, without a doubt, seize the opportunity to take you into custody," he confirmed.

"I'll need to stop by my safe house," she decided. "I have tech that will help."

"Tomorrow," he agreed.

Natasha closed the notebook and gave it back to him without another word. "Are you coming with?"

"Of course," he answered immediately, and winked. "I intend to see this case through to the end."

Natasha tipped her head back against the headboard and flashed another tired smile. "Still don't regret taking my case?"

"On the contrary." Sherlock moved away and stood from the bed in one graceful motion, hesitating as if he wasn't sure whether he should stay or leave. "John insisted I should keep a close eye on you."

"I'll be fine," she assured him. "Where are you sleeping?"

"The couch, if I sleep at all," he said dismissively. "It's likelier that I'll play the violin. I need to think. Would that bother you?"

Natasha shook her head once. "Violin music is my favorite," she admitted.

He looked almost pleased. "In that case, any preferences?"

"Swan Lake," she said after a short pause. "Do you know it?"

"Tchaikovsky," he said by way of confirmation. "I'm familiar…" He trailed off very briefly as if he were thinking. "I was right in my initial assessment. You're a dancer."

"I dabble," she echoed.

Sherlock didn't smile, but Natasha thought maybe he might've been amused. "I'll try to do it justice," he promised.

Natasha smiled again after he left the room and leaned over to click the lamp off. She shifted herself carefully on the bed until she was comfortable and closed her eyes. She felt so tired and heavy, and yet she couldn't find it in herself to let her guard down and sleep.

She'd almost given up hope, when the first notes of the Swan's Theme drifted through the open door. Closing her eyes, she allowed her thoughts to drift in another direction. Pointe shoes on wooden floors and pirouettes so perfect she thought she might take off and fly away.

Sleep wasn't far behind.


End file.
